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Preface
Even before I thought about taking Honors courses, I thought of writing a book or
article about sexually abused women. However, when I talked about this particular topic,
some people thought of me as a feminist and others did not show much interest. Many
people thought it would be better ifl addressed a topic on one of the issues in my native
country, Haiti. Ifl only talked about women who were sexually abused in Haiti, I would
feel that I had left behind sexually abused women from other places. Sexual abuse is not
a matter specific to one place or one country; it is a worldwide issue. It can happen to
anyone: your family members, close friends, and yourself. Keeping sexual abuse as a
taboo, will not change the reality of it.
Every two minutes in America, someone is sexually abused. It affects me just
because it happens so often. I remember when I was living in Haiti, sexual abuse seemed
to be epidemic. I knew many perpetrators; however, they were not incarcerated. The
abuse was kept a secret, and the laws that were designed to protect the rights of sexual
abuse victims, especially girls or women, were not enforced. Some women in my .country
use voodoo as a form of revenge; others just talk about it, but do not look for justice or do
they take action in order to prevent it. Most people, however, choose to keep it a secret.
When I moved to the U.S .A. in 2001 , I started to really understand how disturbing
the effects of sexual abuse could be. Although the government of the United States put
more emphasis on the sexual abuse laws than Haiti, not all people abide by these laws.
For example, when I was in high school, I was touched by a student twice on my
buttocks. When I complained to the administrative staff members, they took strict
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measures, but one of them told me that the student was playing with me. This is when I
realized that no matter where I am, Haiti or the United States, I am not completely safe.
Before you read this thesis, my first question is, how concerned are you? If you
feel that sexual abuse should be kept a secret, I encourage you to read it. After you are
done, think about how you would feel if one of your loved ones, family or close friends,
had to deal with the lifelong psychological effects of sexual trauma. Therefore, in order to
help prevent loved ones from experiencing such traumatic experiences, it is important to
take serious measures to recognize and talk about sexual abuse.
The purpose of this thesis is to persuade others about the different stages women
who have been sexually abused experience when they choose to take the journey to
recovery. I dedicate this thesis to women who were sexually violated. Based on personal
experiences, my interest in this topic has grown, and I feel compelled to use my voice to
speak on behalf of these women.
Finally, I encourage you to read this work, not only because I want you to learn
about the impact of sexual abuse, but also I want you to help prevent the persistent
damage that sexual abuse can have on you, your daughters, your sisters and your close
female friends. Help them find light through darkness.
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Light through Darkness

My darkness is so strong
I wonder if my light would make a difference
Thinking of myself, I don' t know how and where I could begin
My burden is heavy
I do not want to carry it alone
But, guess what?
I am alone

I know there is a God who can carry my burden away
But, would He make it possible for me to forgive and forget?
Mmm! Forgiveness is hard to give away
I do not know if I can fill that internal pit
And forget all about it

Why am I letting myself be contaminated by that "me" disease
Sometimes, living in a world where it is all about me
I ignore the existence of the Creator and His creation

I said " no", I am not alone
When I look around me
I see enough people weep

Wishing for someone to wipe their tears away
Others dream and hope
Their innocence has not been confiscated

Sufficient women hope one day their lights will shine
Enough is enough
I said it again, enough!
It will take me a lot of energy to exhale that big word

Is it really going to change the world?

Living in an immoral world where poverty, perversion,
Inequalities, Lack of dignity rule
Is it possible to say enough?
Yes, it is possible
It requires the intervention of a Supreme authority and our considerations

To maintain a healthy life cycle
It is important to carry trust, and love

We need to synchronize our voices
And sing the melodious song of victory and hope

I see light breaking out of the silence of darkness
It is breaking it like a hungry tiger which sees its prey
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Ready to attack
I understand anger is a big part of it, but
Let us eradicate the hatred and bring brightness into the deepest darkness
~
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Introduction
Studying the experiences of women who have been sexually abused can be an
interesting topic, but it is pointless to discuss the subject without evaluating the
psychological sequelae of such abuse. Sexual abuse includes: nonconsensual touch, kiss,
and dominance over another' s body. Sexual abuse can be defined in the following
manner:
Any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or
advances, or acts to traffic a person' s sexuality, using coercion threats of harm or
physical force, by any person regardless of relationship to victim, in any setting,
including but not limited to home and work (Krug, Mercy, Dahlberg, Zwi,
Lozabno, & Eds, 2002, p. 149).
Sexual abuse at an early age can cause severe physical and psychological
problems for women. The physical effects of this type of abuse, including abnormal
hymen and injured vaginal tissue, can take time to heal. However, the psychological
effects often continue long after physical healing has taken place. The psychological
impact can be persistent. In fact, women experience psychological disturbances into
adulthood (Johnson, 2004; Senn, Carey & Vanable, 2006). Women who were sexually
abused go through multiple stages on their way to recovery from sexual trauma. The
stages include: the dark period, common guilt, and the recovery process.
Everyday, many women report that they have been sexually abused. According to
statistics from the United States, the rate of reported sexual violence was between 15 and
45 percent in the late 1900's (Duncan, 2004). Today, due to the methods used to report
sexual abuse and the willingness of abused women to break the silence by discussing
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their sexual history, the number of women who repmt abuse has increased (Duncan,
4). In 2006, the rate of reported cases of abuse increased to 53% (Senn et al., 2006).
200

Although many women who have been sexually abused disclose their traumatic
experience, a large majority of people who have not been abused do not show sufficient
concern. Many people believe that anything that has to do with sexual abuse should be
kept secret. As a result, they do not want to break the taboo of talking about sexual abuse

(Bass & Davis, 1988).
The purpose of this thesis is to explore the lifelong psychological consequences
associated with sexual abuse, and to provide information about the process of recovery.
To avoid the redundancy ofthe term sexual abuse, interchangeable expressions, such as
sexual exploitation and sexual violence, will also be used. Original poetry is included as a
supplement to the research in order to highlight the psychological effects of sexual abuse.
The poems also give voice to women's journey toward healing.
Causal Factors of Sexual Abuse

Everyday, from the news, books, and women's personal diaries, one learns of
women who were sexually abused as children by family members, close or intimate
friends, or neighbors. Those who were viewed as protectors became perpetrators. What
might one conclude? Is the message that was sent by prior victims or writers being
ignored? What could be the main cause of nonconsensual sexual exploitation? Many
factors seem to explain the behavior, including poverty, male dominance and
vulnerability.
First, one must evaluate the effects of poverty. Poverty leads many people,
especially young women, to participate in risky sexual habits that make them more
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vulnerable to men. For example, from Southern Asia to the United States, many girls
who cannot attend school are working to support their families. In most cases, girls
become prostitutes, or they work in low-paying jobs. Willis and Levy (2002) reported
there are approximately one million children who are forced into prostitution each year.
However, the total number of prostituted children, in general, is estimated to be up to
approximately ten million. Therefore, in places where poverty is very high, one is more
likely to find occurrences of children sexual abuse (Kinnear, 2007).
Second, one must consider male dominance. Many women accept male
dominance because they do not have any other way to survive. For example, the majority
of men are the breadwinners in families. Because many men are more likely to be
financially independent, they take complete control over women (Wyatt, Newcomb &
Riederle, 1993 ; Hyde, 2007). When this occurs, women who are in abusive relationships
remain in them because they think there are no better alternatives. Therefore, they
become either consciously or unconsciously vulnerable. Furthermore, in the case of
father-daughter abuse, a father may use his position of authority to make his daughter
satisfy his sexual needs (Kinnear, 2007). Russell (1984) concluded that approximately
two percent, or one in forty fathers in the United States abuse their daughters.
Third, vulnerability is a factor that seems to explain the behavior of sexual abuse.
For example, many women who depend on their husbands or partners are more likely to
be considered sexual objects (Wyatt et al., 1993). Even though these women do not want
to engage in any sexual acts, many are forced to do so. In many of these cases, these
women are raped.

It is important to evaluate the factors that can promote sexual violence among

women because they are critical contributors to sexual abuse. As one considers sexual
exploitation in any form, one presumes the aforementioned factors have huge impact on
sexual exploitation. Therefore, ignoring or paying little attention to sexual abuse would

be negligent.

Phases in Recovery
The healing process can be divided into different phases. The first stage is the
dark period. This stage concerns how abused women feel and the difficulties they might
experience after sexual abuse. For instance, they avoid being involved in intimate
relationships and depend on addictive substances for help. Wyatt and colleagues (1993)
concluded that women who have experienced sexual trauma experience health problems
such as depression, sexual disorders, and substance dependence. The second stage is
guilt. This stage deals with how sexually abused women respond to guilt. During this
stage, women feel unworthy. The last stage is the period of recovery. In this stage, most
women look for help, and try to begin a healthy life again.

Chapter 1
The Dark Period
Why is my heart dark, when everything is bright?
Why am I alone, living in my own world?
You crossed the line and took away my innocence
You left me in pity with a twisted mind
Sometimes I wonder if I am crazy, or if it is right
I am scared
Scared of disclosing who I am
I spent years thinking I was worthless
You took my power, and gave me fear
What you have done is taken control over me
All I have left is humiliation, powerlessness, and low self-esteem

Even as I tried to escape
All I had in mind was "you are naughty"
You deserved what you received"
I have no value before your ditty eyes
I feel dirty and bad, all the guilt belongs to me

You were my best friend, my dear father, my wonderful mother
We are from the same neighborhood
You know all my little secrets

Why did you choose me?
Every time I want to speak out
I feel like breaking the taboo of secrecy
Fear and confusion overcome me
I criticize my motives, and think it is not worth trying
,.

.........-~~-

Although it is hard to believe
I am one person fighting with two opposing forces
I have been crying out for peace, wishing that I could be whole again
But, my internal self is full of disgrace
All I have received from it is bad memories, and negative messages

When can I face the world and have positive thoughts about myself?
Is it normal for me to feel this way?
I am confused, not knowing right from wrong
I don 't know if life is worth living
Since whatever I do will never be enough
I plunge in the darkness waiting for the light to come.

~
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The Dark Period
The dark period is the fust stage of the recovery process for women who have

been sexually abused. In this stage, the long-term and short-term effects can be so
persistent that they affect every aspect of their lives: personality, intimate relationships,
sexuality, work life, and even spirituality. In the classic book, Courage to Heal, by Bass
and Davis (1988), a woman described the psychosomatic impact of sexual abuse in this
way: " .. . it has controlled every facet of my life". "It has damaged me in every possible
way" (p. 33). For example, women experience emotional, physical, and/or psychological
damage (Johnson, 2004). They might become distressed, have sexual disorders, and posttraumatic stress disorder (Duncan, 2004). Many sexually exploited women lose the
essence of life; they worry about unimportant aspects of life. They also confront sexuality
and mental health issues such as depression, and substance abuse.

Why Me
During this period, women have low self-esteem and feel powerless (Finkelhor, &
Browne, 1986). A history of abuse is correlated with withdrawal and higher levels of
passivity and a greater risk for being raped (Norris, George, Stoner, Masters, Zawacki, &
Davis, 2006). According to Wyatt and colleagues (1993), women who are victimized
through sexual violence are less able to protect themselves. They do not believe they
have consensual rights over their own bodies. In addition, women who experienced
nonconsensual sexual relationships are less likely to use contraception and tend to have
multiple sex partners (Wyatt, Newcomb & Riederle, 1993 ; Senn et al. , 2006).
Furthermore, Duncan (2004) concluded that sexually abused women show a lack of
ability when they have to use sufficient protective skills. That is, when these women have
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to rouow regulations on how to use contraception or pills to prevent pregnancy or
sexually transmitted diseases, many fail to appropriately follow the instructions.
Women who have experienced sexual violence are more likely to have low selfesteem, and feel unworthy. These women fail to show self-confidence, and they think
they do not deserve anything good in their lives. In addition, they tend to have trouble
with their problem solving skills. Sexually violated women might also have problems
making rational decisions. For example, they struggle to come up with good alternatives

to solve problems when tasks seem difficult (Finkelhor & Browne, 1985).
As mentioned earlier, Russell (1984) reported that fathers were involved in
approximately two percent of cases of sexual abuse. However, Krug and his colleagues
(2002) concluded that fathers and other relatives were responsible for 21.9% and 19.4%
cases of sexual abuse, respectively. When perpetrators are family members or trusted
friends, it is sometimes difficult for women to view sexual abuse as wrongdoing.
However, when women who have been sexually violated have the feeling that their
relatives or close friends are wrong, they are told that it was their fault. Most of the time,
they mistakenly think that abuse is part of a healthy life. They believe it is permissible to
let others abuse them.
Many people wonder why sexually abused women did not escape or disclose their
abuse sooner (Bass & Davis, 1988). Disclosing an immediate family member as a
perpetrator can affect sexually abused women and other family members, especially if the
secret has been hidden for years. When abuse occurs within families, sexually abused
Women face many concerns related to safety, rejection, and guilt (Duncan, 2004). For
lllstance, some women feel unsafe around new partners, or family members. Others
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believe that family members might reject them or treat them differently. Many women
who have been sexually exploited also blame themselves for not being able to stop the
abuse. Thus, they exhibit fear and separate themselves from others.

Feeling Alone and Scared
Another issue that occurs during the dark period is a feeling of confusion (Bass &
Davis, 1988; Adams & Fay, 1989). When women's innocence and trust are violated, they

might exhibit negative feelings, such as avoiding new relationships. Many women who
were sexually abused think other people would treat them in the same way as those who
abused them; they become stiff when giving and receiving trust and love from others
(Finkelhor & Browne, 1985). They often express negative feelings, and do not depend on
natural feelings (Bass & Davis, 1988). In other words, sometimes they are confused, not
knowing the difference between true love and abuse; consequently, they treat others
inappropriately.
When women who were sexually abused express their feelings to perpetrators,
they are often disregarded. That is, when they disclose their feelings of guilt, shame,
powerlessness and helplessness, the abusers or others ridicule them by saying, "It is
nonnal to feel like that." Afterward, the abuse happens again and again. As a result,
sexually exploited women often feel confused most of the time because they do not know
where to go or whom to trust (Bass & Davis, 1988; Adams & Fay, 1989).
A young woman told a story about why she kept her abuse a secret when she was
lllolested as a child. As a child, she learned to block out her feelings because she
depended on her parents. Because she was afraid ofhurting the perpetrators of the abuse,

she did not d. I

,.,
tsc ose the abusers. In essence, she protected them (Bass & Thornton, 198_,;
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l)aDc8D, oo4). Many women were repeatedly molested as children because they

2

c~epended on others for survival. Since these women knew the consequences of revealing

the abuse by their relatives, their friends, or their neighbors, they kept the secret.
Body Numbness
Women who experience sexual violence at an early age exhibit far more negative
consequences than women who experience it during their adulthood (McClure, Chavez,

Agars, Peacock & Matosian, 2007). Therefore, the best way young girls cope with such
experiences is by numbing themselves (Duncan, 2004). Most victims explain how they
feel during molestation in the following manner: they place themselves in an imaginary
world, pretending that they do not feel anything. Women who have been sexually abused
feel that their privacy has been violated; they experience emotional pain and betrayal.
They also express negative sensations later in life.
To illustrate, Bass and Thornton (1983) reported a little girl 's experience when
she was abused by her father: "With a tremendous effort, the child fixed her attention on
the wall and waited an insufferable frozen moment, until the sunlight revealed once again
the blue veins, the sparkling grains, of the old marble stairwell" (p. 157). Every time
women who have been sexually abused remember that they do not have any power over
their bodies, they feel numb. In other words, they do not have a full range of feelings in
their body after remembering these traumatic experiences (Bass & Davis, 1988). As a
result, they might get to a point where they are unaware of the messages their own bodies

are sending.
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post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
According to Salter (1995), post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a repetitive

cycle of disturbing thoughts, feelings and images that come after a period of emotional
rejection. Wyatt and colleagues (1993) stated that post-traumatic stress disorder relates to
the number of times sexual abuse occurs and to the identity of the predator. Women who
were abused a significant number of times are likely to develop post-traumatic stress
disorder. The closer the relationship of the perpetrator to the sexually exploited women,
the more severely they are affected.
Sometimes, women who were sexually abused have flashbacks or nightmares
about the traumatic experience. When memories surface, they try to push them aside
because they do not want to relive the terrible moments (Wyatt et al., 1993; Duncan,
2004). In addition, Resnick, Kilpatrick, Dansky, Saunders and Best (1993) concluded that
32 percent of their sample of women who had been sexually abused met the criteria for
PTSD at some point in their lives.

Avoidance ofIntimacy
Another important factor is the avoidance of intimacy. The crucial parts of
intimacy are trust, love, and respect. In order for women to become intimate, they need to
build and to receive trust, love, and respect. However, in the case of women who have
experienced sexual exploitation, all of these characteristics of intimacy have been taken
away. Fear, distrust and disrespect characterize their intimate relationships (Salter, 1995).
Therefore, it becomes hard for women who have experienced sexual violence to share
their thoughts and feelings . They remain confused about love, betrayal, and trust because
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people they trusted the most, manipulated them by using lies and malicious schemes to

abuse them (Bass & Davis, 1998; Finkelhor et al., 1986).
"Daddy's only touching you because he loves you" or "I'm doing this so you'll

be 8 good wife to your husband someday" are examples of statements used by abusers to
convince their victims to engage in sexual activity (Bass & Thornton, 1983, p. 123).

When this occurs, hopeless girls or women find it difficult to trust anyone; thus, they
carry mistrust to their other intimate relationships. When previously abused single
mothers engage in relationships, they tend to supervise their partner constantly because
they have a lack of trust. Sometimes, they are worried that the partner will hurt their
children. As a result, these mothers would rather alienate themselves because they think
that other people might take advantage of them (Bass & Davis, 1988).

Sexuality Problems
When women are victimized by sexual abuse, they do not explore the sexual
process naturally. For example, when they were introduced to sex at an early age, their
genital organs were not well developed. Thus, the pleasure that other adult women share
during intercourse is missing for them. When women are forced to have sex, they do not
experience the natural feelings associated with sexual pleasure. After being forced into
sexual activity, they tend to associate intercourse with shame, pain, humiliation, and
disgust. "There is nothing about love that is related to it" (Bass & Davis, 1998; Bass &
Thornton, 1983).
However, when sexual violence is associated with affection from the perpetrator,
abused women receive the wrong message about sex (Bass & Davis, 1988). They tend to
connect sex with other needs. For example, they substitute sex as a pain reliever for
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physical. emotional, and financial issues. In contrast, some women who were sexually
abused become aroused by memories of the traumatic experience (Bass & Davis, 1988;

Salter, 1995). Some remember feelings of closeness, including the warm hugs, gentle
touches, and a special kind of love. Thinking about the abuse can increase the desire for

sex.
Substance Dependence
Some women who experience sexual violence confront substance dependence.
They find it difficult to trust after going through some of the aforementioned painful
situations. Therefore, they need somebody or something on which they can depend.
Some of these women choose abusive substances to provide relief. Every time they have
flashbacks, or negative feelings, they rely on alcohol or drugs because they think those
substances will help them cope with the pain (Bass & Davis, 1988; Finkelhor et al.,
1986).
Overall, the dark period is a difficult stage for sexually abused women. During
this stage, abused women cope with negative feelings that usually create problems in
future relationships. Because of the loss of trust, love and respect, many abused women
do not engage in new relationships (Duncan, 2004). They would rather protect
themselves from future damage. As a result, many women who have been sexually
exploited prefer to live alone instead of becoming involved in steady relationships.
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Chapter 2
The Common Guilt
Guilt is what I have left
After you took control over me
My outside and my inside counteract
I am bemused and asking myself"whose fault is it?
I can hear my inner voice whisper
Blaming me for being provocative, naive, and useless

When I am looking at myself
I can feel and see guilt
Inside of me it turns black
On the outside it exhibits sadness, pain, confusion, and fear

Although I grow older
The little girl inside of me still bears the shame
Of being powerless, devilish, and vulnerable
Sometimes I hope life is different
Where I would not have to carry my burden on a daily basis

He las 1! Your words are so overwhelming
The innocent girl inside of me is too diminutive
To escape from your evil scheme
1

Helas : French word for unfortunately not
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Sometimes I cry out for mercy
Other times I enjoy your companionship
Sometimes I feel like talking
But I know if I share it
I will cause misunderstanding
I' d rather carry my guilt
And live in my internal pit
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The Common Guilt
Guilt is the major feeling experienced by women who were sexually abused.
Women who survive sexual violence are more likely to experience negative feelings than
women who are not sexually abused. When these negative feelings manifest, they cause
sexually abused women to have perceptual misrepresentations about themselves, others,
and their future (Dolan, 1991 ). Their misconceptions cause them to develop a sense of
shame, which distorts the way they think, and increases negative thoughts about their
self-image. That is, they picture themselves in a negative way; they might think they are
nasty, dirty, bad, helpless, and hopeless (Bass & Davis, 1988).
Because the sense of shame is so deeply rooted in them, abused women might
have the feeling that something is wrong with them without having an explicit
explanation for it (Duncan, 2004). Although sexually abused women know that feeling
worthless or helpless are not the proper ways to feel, they do not really understand why
they feel this way.
During this phase, sexually exploited women are ashamed of being defenseless
and naive at the time the abuse occurred (Bass & Davis, 1988). Some abused women
compare their capabilities as adults to their capabilities as children. Mental health
professionals call this way of thinking " stinkin' thinking" (Weihe, 1990, p.120): "an
absence of reality in how the victim perceives what happened" (Weihe, 1990, p.l20). For
Instance, many think they could have done something to stop the abuse, such as stop the
offender or escape. Others think they were smart enough to comprehend that someone
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- violating their bodies. They do not usually understand that at the time the abuse

occurred, there was nothing they could have done to prevent it (Weihe, 1990).
Women who were sexually exploited as girls do not often realize they were not

able to comprehend what the abuser was doing. That is, their thought processes were not
well developed when they were children; therefore, they were not able to perceive the
schemes oftheir offenders (Duncan, 2004). In addition, many women who were sexually
abused during their childhood were physically incapable of fighting or shunning their
perpetrators (Weihe, 1990). When comparing an adult to a child, one realizes there is no

way little girls can defend themselves against abusers. The perpetrators are usually older
than the victims. Most of the time victims are forced and/or manipulated into sexual
behavior by offenders (Kinnear, 2007).

Too Vulnerable
Affection is one of the essential needs that should be satisfied in relationships.
Lack of affection in a relationship can be crucial. At an early age, human beings learn the
concept of receiving and giving attention and affection. Sometimes, adults take
advantage of teaching children how to give and receive affection by sexually abusing
them. For example, a father may convince his young daughter that touching or
penetrating her vagina is normal.
Over time, women who were abused at an early age develop more of a need for
affection and attention. As a result, these women sometimes become more vulnerable
because they are looking for closeness. Many women are ashamed because they think
they were too vulnerable when the abuse occurred. For example, some sexually abused
Women think they were stupid to trust their father or close relatives and friends. Also,
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ntion they just wanted to be close to their family members or friends. That was

others me

wbY they trusted them (Bass & Davis, 1988, Bass & Thornton, 1983).
For many women who were sexually abused in their childhood, the need for
affection and attention is so strong that they loved being around their abusers (Adams &

Fay, 1992). Although many people think that sexual violence is always related to pain,
some abused women feel sexual pleasure while being sexually exploited. Therefore, even
though they are aware of the damage being done to them , they still bring themselves back
to the abuser. When sexually abused women are in need of attention and affection, they
feel more ashamed, and see themselves as disgusting and susceptible to further abuse
(Bass & Davis, 1988).

The Self Hatred
After dealing with the excessive feelings of guilt and vulnerability, many sexually
abused women fight the feeling of helplessness and worthlessness. Instead of learning
how to heal from what happened, they develop a feeling of self-hatred. Most women who
were sexually abused get depressed. Sometimes depression sets in soon after the abuse
occurred. Depression is usually associated with negative thoughts. When the negative
thoughts exacerbate, sexually abused women 's situations worsen (Duncan, 2004). For
example, as negative thoughts increase, depression becomes chronic.
Although multiple factors seem to explain the severity of depression, sexual abuse
18

considered one factor that changes the neurobiological stress system, and increases

one's susceptibility to major depression (Keyes & Goodman, 2006). Zlotnick, Mattiab,
and Zimmerman (200 1) conducted research on depressed women who were and were not
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sexually abused; they concluded that there was higher risk of morbidity for women with
histories of sexual abuse.
When depression reaches its chronic phase, sexually abused women believe that
life is not worth living. Some sexually abused women use suicide as one of the options
for escaping pervasive thoughts. Suicidal thoughts start with intrusive feelings that make
sexually violated women feel helpless and powerless. Some women may begin to have
suicidal thoughts while others experience increased suicidal ideation (Finkelhor et al.,
1986). Weihe's (1990) study of sibling abuse indicated that 33 percent of women who
attempted suicide were sexually abused as children. Furthermore, Siegel, Welsh, and
Senna (2006) concluded that most women who committed suicide were sexually abused
as children.
Women who experience significant depressive symptoms are more likely to have
suicidal thoughts (Duncan, 2004). In fact, in comparing women who were sexually
abused with those who were not, Romans, Martin, Anderson, Herbison, and Mullen

(1995) found that women who had been sexually abused in their childhood had a
significantly higher rate (8.7%) of planning self-harm as adults than women who had not
been sexually abused (0.4%).
As stated previously, suicidal ideation increases the feelings of blame and
helplessness that lead to depression. When sexually abused women are depressed they
exhibit negative thoughts. When the level of depression increases, suicidal thoughts
Increase. As a result, some might harm themselves psychologically and physically. For
example, they blame themselves for anything that goes wrong, or they think negatively
about themselves. Also, they hurt themselves physically by neglecting or harming their
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))()dies. When suicide becomes a viable option for sexually abused women, some quick
measure needs to be taken either by the victims or family members and close friends.
Overall, the second stage is about how women who have been sexually abused
deal with guilt. During this stage, they experience negative feelings and feel ashamed
because they were defenseless at the time the abuse occurred (Dolan, 1991; Bass &
Davis, 1988). When the negative feelings increase, they can become depressed and hurt
themselves. Sometimes, their depression level increases to a point where they feel suicide
is the only option (Romans, Martin, Anderson, Herbison, & Mullen, 1995; Duncan,

2004).

24

Chapter 3

The New Me
Darkness has been the theme of my life
After my innocence was taken away
When I think of myself
I see pain, shame, powerlessness, and helplessness

The little girl inside of me has been craving a change
She wants to be free from the heavy load
She was forced to carry
If I do not break the silence of secrecy
I will be drowned with remorse
For the little me is overwhelmed with your powerful scheme

Now I discover my internal beauty
I finally learn to love myself
And I decide to change pain into victory

I am happy now for power belongs to me
I am neither your slave nor your sex machine
I am free
I am free from carrying the burden of guilt, and shame
I finally learned what it means to forgive and succeed
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With the intervention of the Supreme authority
I gain strength and power over you
I pledge to confront your negative connotations
And finally stand for all little girls, especially the one inside of me
~~~-~
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The Recovery Process
When sexually abused women seek professional help, they are taking steps
forward to healthy, functioning lifestyles. Before they change completely, they have to
heal gradually (Duncan, 2004). Sometimes, they follow a prescribed step-by-step method.

At other times, they skip steps and utilize the steps they most need. Therapists or health
professionals use various methods to help sexually abused women recover from their
traumatic experience. They follow different methods depending on the gravity of the
abuse.

In order to strut the recovery process, sexually abused women have to assess their
own lives and tell mental health professionals where they think they need more help
(Davis, 2005). Although it might be more effective for sexually abused women to use all
the techniques presented by the professionals, some women jump to subsequent steps.
Since there is no single prescribed method that works best, different techniques can be
used for the healing process. For example, writing and mirror techniques are often used.
Confronting the perpetrators is also a useful healing strategy. Finally, utilizing faith
support can be a helpful way to heal from abuse. Because every patient's case is
different, professionals face some limitations when using the techniques. Some women
who were sexually abused feel they do not need to use all of the suggested techniques.
The gender of the mental health professional can be a problem for some women
Who have been sexually abused. Some women do not feel safe disclosing their history of
abuse when their therapists are the same sex as the offenders (Dolan, 1991). Some

women who were sexually violated by men, fmd it difficult to trust and feel safe around
male therapists.

Love Yourself
After sexually abused women experience sexual trauma, they might face
problems with self-acceptance and self-love. Because they see themselves as unworthy, it
will be harder for them to love themselves. Therefore, learning to love themselves is an
imperative part of the recovery process. One of the preliminary steps professionals use to
help sexually abused women to love themselves is to ask them to think positively about
themselves (Dolan, 1991; Duncan, 2004). To illustrate, professionals tend to encourage
these women to write down positive thoughts, such as " I am pretty inside out", and/or "I
love myself'. These positive words can help them increase their self-esteem, selfconfidence and self-awareness.
Because sexual abuse dominates these women's lives, many have difficulties
thinking positively about themselves (Duncan, 2004: Dolan, 1991). Sometimes having
positive feelings or thoughts can be terrifying experiences for sexually abused women. If
the abuse occurred at a moment of happiness, many sexually exploited women tend to
associate the abuse with joy. For example, if these women were abused while at play or
during a joyful time, they might think happiness cannot be trusted (Bass & Thornton,
1988; Bass & Davis, 1983). Every time they enjoy a moment, they have the feeling that
something wrong or bad will happen.
Another way professionals help is by asking women who were abused to look in a
mirror to reintroduce their bodies to themselves (Bass & Thornton, 1988). Women who
Were sexually abused are asked to look at themselves in a mirror, so they can see how
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beautiful they are, and/or how wonderfully they are made. Many sexually abused women
do not even look at themselves in mirrors because they feel dirty. Some even get to a
point where they think about scrubbing off or peeling their skin. By looking in the mirror
as advised by their therapists, these women learn to appreciate their bodies and to love
themselves.

Forgive Yourself
Because women who have been sexually violated are so traumatized, they have a
hard time believing that they are not responsible for what happened. When these women
blame themselves for the abuse, it becomes more complicated for professionals to find
techniques that can help these women. Professionals need to use well defined strategies
that will not hurt the traumatized patients, but help them eradicate any sense of guilt with
which they are dealing (Wyatt et al., 1993).
Sometimes, professionals ask sexually abused women to describe or write down
what they think they need to forgive within themselves, so they can release the traumatic
memories (Duncan, 2005). Other times, they use meditation methods. They use positive
words or sentences that can help sexually abused women in the process of forgiveness
(Bass & Thornton, 1988; Duncan, 2004).
For some women, professional help is not sufficient; thus, they summon God's
intervention. Because many sexually abused women have different perspectives about
religion, what might seem a dilemma for some, might be a good way of forgiveness for
others. Some sexually abused women use faith for support. For example, those who
believe that God is benevolent are more likely to get out of the traumatic situations than
others. However, those who have conservative religious beliefs might have a dilemma

when trying to forgive themselves (Bass & Davis, 1988; Giesbrecht & Sevcik, 2000;
Reinert & Smith, 1997). They might think that God sees them as impure.
Giesbrecht and Sevcik (2000) concluded that many sexually abused women with
conservative religious beliefs think that God sees them differently because ofthe abuse.
For example, some people think God cursed them. Sometimes these thoughts create
disruptive ideas in their minds; they generate a sense of shame, guilt, powerlessness and
helplessness.
In contrast to the aforementioned women, some sexually abused women, with
liberal religious beliefs, think that a higher relationship with God can help them have a
greater sense of individual growth and resolution (Giesbrecht & Sevcik, 2000; Gall,
Basque, Damasceno-Scott &Vardy, 2007). That is, they begin to gain perspective on who
they are. As a result, it becomes easier for them to forgive themselves. They worry less,
and their anger toward the abuser fades. They start to believe that the abuse happened for
a reason.
Sometimes, sexually abused women use different biblical stories to find comfort.
Some use Jesus' parables to explain how they should forgive others. Their religious
convictions help them forgive their abusers (Dolan, 1991). They believe that God can
make them strong enough to cope with the negative feelings; their beliefs help them gain
self-acceptance.
Wulj (1975) concluded that sexually abused women practice self-detachment
from the traumatic experience after the process of self-acceptance and emotional healing
are in progress. That is, sexually abused women move on from the sexual trauma when
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theY accept the abuse as a way to help them grow spiritually. Ultimately, they gain a

better perception of themselves.

Confront the Perpetrator
Many sexually abused women feel that they deserve an apology from their
offenders. This is a way for them to take their power back from the abuser. Some
professionals believe that facing the perpetrators can either help or disrupt sexually
abused women in the recovery process (Kinnear, 2007). Confronting the offenders
depends on the patients' willingness to do so.
Sometimes, in order for sexually exploited women to forgive themselves, they
have to confront their perpetrators. Some women confront them with words, and
drawings; yet, others practice physical revenge. Some end up killing their perpetrators as
a way of revenge. As an illustration, in Haiti some women kill perpetrators or use voodoo
as a way of revenge. In contrast, others write letters, use paintings, or stand before the
perpetrators to reveal how they feel about what happened. Sometimes, it is hard for
women who have been sexually abused to take such risks; confronting can be a good way
to help them relieve the burden of abuse (Bass & Davis, 1988).

Help Others
Many survivors of sexual abuse work in collaboration with professionals and
therapists as a way to help and empower other girls or women who experienced sexual
abuse. Some women expose their history of sexual abuse as a way of helping themselves
or others who have endured similar traumatic experiences. Because they experienced
similar psychological sequelae, it becomes easier for them to understand other sexually
violated women. Some even go further, sharing their experiences with girls or women
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who were not sexually abused in order to teach them how to protect themselves against
the schemes of predators (Bass & Davis, 1988; Dolan 1991). Many write letters, paint,

and draw pictures to explain the psychological damage caused by sexual abuse (Dolan,
1991; Bass & Thornton, 1983).

For example, women from the Family Service Centers have an art heals
presentation every year at the University of South Florida, St. Petersburg, (USFSP) in
order to express fears that they dealt with after the abuse occurred. They also display
masks or crafts to express power that they have over their abusers after being freed from
the sexual trauma. The main purpose of their presentation is to make the public aware of
the persistent effects associated with the abuse, and to make them understand the danger
of sexual abuse to our society: our children, family members, and close friends (Adams &
Fay, 1989).
Another way women who survived sexual abuse can help is by encouraging
others- parents, teachers, and caretakers- to reveal when they suspect that someone was
sexually abused, especially women or girls. In order for them to accomplish this task,
they need to create an atmosphere where victims of sexual abuse can feel safe to disclose
the abuse (Kinnear, 2007; Adams & Fay, 1992).

Summary
Sexual abuse is a worldwide issue. It is a serious problem that affects
approximately 53 percent of women. Although its physical wounds can be healed, its
psychological effects often persist until these women reach adulthood (Senn, et al., 2006;
Johnson, 2004). The psychological consequences affect these women in different ways.
They cause women who have been sexually abused to bring a sense of guilt into their

relationships (Dolan, 1991). Many of these women feel overwhelmed by the persistent
thoughts; they tum to drugs and/or alcohol for relief. When the negative thoughts
become too persistent, some sexually abused women choose the alternative of putting an
end to their lives (Siegel, Welsh, & Senna, 2006). When women who have experienced
sexual abuse are overwhelmed by the effects of sexual trauma, they reach out for
professional help. This is the last stage in the recovery process.
After these women go through the other stages in recovery: the dark period, and
the common guilt, they need therapeutic models that can help them cope with the effects
of sexual trauma. In the process of healing, the recovery stage can be considered the best
stage for women who were sexually abused; for this is the only stage that can bring
solace (Duncan, 2004; Davis, 2005).
As mentioned before, no single technique can be considered as the best for the
healing process. Without the sexually abused women's consent, the methods used for the
healing process would not be successful (Davis, 2005). Therefore, all these methods can
be helpful when these women are ready to find light through darkness.
After women who have been sexually abused survive the sexual trauma, they
sometimes work side by side with professionals or social service agencies to prevent
future sexual abuse. Some women use creative outlets, such as painting, and writing to
express their victory and their fear. They also use their creativity as way to educate others
about the psychological impact of sexual trauma (Dolan, 1991 ; Bass & Thornton, 1983).
By gaining public awareness, they are not only helping others, but are helping themselves
to cope and empower themselves in a positive way.
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Although professional help can be effective, some women look beyond humans'
expertise. Most women who believe in God report that they find complete satisfaction:
hope, self-acceptance and personal growth when dealing with sexual trauma (Giesbrecht
& Sevcik, 2000; Gall et al., 2007). Therefore, those who think that professional help is

not sufficient are encouraged to invoke God in the process of healing.
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